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ABSTRACT 

Residents of Iqaluit, the capital of Nunavut, discussed why 
they use Inuktitut or English in different circumstances. Interviews with 50 
Inuit adults in Iqaluit inquired about their’ language usage with six 
categories of people: their parents, children, spouse, siblings, friends, and 
fellow workers. No gender differences were found, although some answers 
varied with age. Almost all respondents spoke only Inuktitut with their 
parents. About half spoke Inuktitut to their children all or most of the 
time, with respondents over 50 being the least likely to speak English to 
their children. Younger parents tended to use mostly Inuktitut with preschool 
children, but used mostly English or both languages with older children. 
Dual-language use between spouses was related to younger age and 
linguistically mixed marriages. Spouses who spoke mostly Inuktitut to each 
other were older or did so to model the language for their children. 
Similarly, older respondents were more likely to speak only Inuktitut to 
their siblings. Workplaces were generally bilingual; speaking English was 
necessary because of non-Inuit workers and the need to deal with non-Inuit 
topics. Iqaluit may be rightfully considered a diglossic community, since 
both languages are needed on a daily basis. However, Inuktitut is not . 
considered an inferior language. Almost all Inuit residents speak Inuktitut 
fluently, transmit it to their children, and link it to their Inuit identity. 
(Author /SV) 
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WHY DO THEY SPEAK INUKTITUT? LANGUAGE AND IDENTITY IN IQALUIT 



Louis- Jacques Dorais, Universite Laval, Quebec 
Paper read at the 4 th International Congress of Arctic Social Sciences 
Quebec City, Canada, May 16-20, 2001 

Residents of Iqaluit, the capital of Nunavut have opinions on the reasons why they use 
Inuktitut or English in different circumstances. Interviews conducted in 1994-95 in Iqaluit, with 
50 Inuit adults 1 , inquired, amongst other questions, about their language usage towards six 
categories of people: their parents, children, spouse, brothers and sisters, friends, and work mates. 
Answers sometimes varied with age, but not with gender, no differences being found in the 
linguistic behaviour of male and female interviewees. We will look here at the reasons people 
gave for using one language instead of another. 

Addressing One's Parents and Children 

With their father and mother, the vast majority of respondents (42 out of 47 who answered 
the question) said that they always spoke Inuktitut, the principal reason given being that their 
parents did not understand English at all, or barely did so 2 . Other reasons were invoked, though. 
Seven respondents asserted that they addressed their parents in Inuktitut because they grew up 
doing so, and because it would not be correct to speak them in English. When asked what would 
be her parents' reaction if she spoke English to them, a middle-aged woman answered that "they 
would understand if spoken in English, but they would respond in Inuktitut, because we are Inuit 

Interviews conducted by Nunavut Arctic College (Nunatta Campus) students and recent graduates, under the 
direction of Susan Sammons and the author in the course of a project on discourse practices in the Baffin region, 
thanks to a research grant of the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC) (see Dorais 
& Sammons 2000, 2002; Dorais 2002). 
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